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Situational ,Factors in the Assessment : = 
_ of @dmpetence in“Adulthood and Old Age 
..' * Rick J. Scheiat! | 


. “ ‘i . sai . - 
. . ‘ 


* Ke Warner Schaie has outlined the need and the task that confronts 


“us vin our’ attempts to adequatély assess adult competence, "The task," 


, 
. 


- ing the intélligence of school children" (Schaie, in press, p.9). He has 
os ; « : . . . 
. pointed ‘to the need-for the development of "completely new strategies ~ 


: a. 


F * ° 2 ‘ i 
he states, "willbe flo susie? inte that faced by Binet in initially measur~ ( 


for the measurement of intellectual competente of the elderly," strategies 


which "require an analysis of criterion variables relevant to the life 


‘ 


; experiences and lifé roles.of both the recently retired (or young) old” 
j , 
and the very ‘aged" (p.9). ‘I hope, in this short space, to depict my view 
of the direction such analysis might take, as well as present a strategy 
e 


which attempts to generate contextual criteria relevant to the assessment 


of competence in adulthood and old age. 


-_«€ 


~ Selecting Assessment Criterja” © re 
How does one select crigeria which allow the best assessment of adult 


competence? At the broadest level, there are two reflective considerations 


which may aid. in suggesting answers. Both have methodological implications; 


. rf x 


First, criteria which effectively represent competence can-be selected, 


fortunately, ona finite number‘of bases, or what Weitz (1961) has termed : 
“criteria for criteria." Such tubrics include precedence, expedience, 
relevance, and reliability. We know at this point Shat there are few 
precedents for the Cxitersa we seek to assess adult pampebenet, The pioneer- 
, ing efforts of Deming and Pressey (1957) are among these few. Indeed, as 


Warner Schaie has indicated, our present position is largely determined 


by our feelings that past criteria of intellectual functioning fail to * 


‘ 


. 


Meteately assess the ‘functional competencies of adults.” “There are few 


‘ 


«Syethewt toa measures —e ss rns aed which expediently lend to our efforts. 


We thus pane that we are ‘ettwadbing to alacteneanig’ invent and ied 


exttavia thich are-rélevant, but for which there is little precedence and 
4 . 


ready availability. But relevance for what? 


. 
ae 


’ The second consideration addresses this question more’ specifically, oo 


while focusing upon the problem of criteria selection. more generally. Criteria 


selection is intrinsically tied to the construct meaning of competence, and 
. ' . 
the requirements which critteria must fulfill are made clearer as the - 
e - : , : 
construct itself is made clearer. So naturally some thought must ba given 


¢ 


to What it is we mean by opmpetence. As. opposed to opting for’a strict 


theory, we have made a conscious commitment. at — point to peonniin flexible 


in defining competence, thus heeding Barker's advice ¢hat "on the frontier, i 
a pluralistic? open-minded, empirical, prototheoretical approach is the 

“a one phim” (1963, p. 10). We are, however, sensitive to the great 

_ many theoretical issues inherent in our use of the ‘construct of competence, 


and my colleagues will touch upon many of these, including capacity- 


performance, genotype-phenotype “distinctions, motivational, task, and ‘ 


aiapostitonad dutaestionn, as well as developmental sahnldensttonss A 


a 


flexible theoretical strategy ‘allows the examination of the full breadth 
‘of cognitive apd behavioral factors astarnining and mediating adult compe- 
. 
tence. It allows the possibility, by removing. strict conceptual limita- 


tions, of discovering whether there are competencies (and their kind and Pp 


complexity) as opposed to holding ourselves to a single type of competent 


responding. Fortunately, some ‘diverse conceptualizations, do exist, and, 
’ 1 é . 
I believe, may be usefully considered as aspects of the competencies we 


‘ 


have in mind. ‘Powell Lawton (1975), for instance,’ has proposed an omnibus 


_ searchers outside of garontolooy haye suggested other definitions. inkelian 


. distinguishing between competence and intelligence, Warner Schaie.has use- 


definition, where competence is " e theoretical upper limit: ad ‘ical 


“of the individial to saneeh py if ark ar@as as biological health, sensation 


. - 


b iecttecsn, otgatetaotan. sa cognition" (p. 21). Birren (1964) has 


suggested that Antellectual Finet toning in the elderly might be assessed | 


\ i : 
through the abiNities which the aged, use in affective and interpersonal 


x behavior with criteria of social effectiveness Responding to this sugges- ° 


ra 


‘at Fisher and Pierce (1967) dpplied criteria of. social ‘and cognitive 


oniaerbtitior aa develop a typology of mental disorders for me aged. | Re= » 


. ° at a 
(1966) pogits a social role ‘performance view of competence, while Gladwin 
4 \ \ « . 


* (1967) believes adaptability and coping criteria, including a reality test- - 


ing component, | should be used, Smith (1966) and Rotter, (1966) view self~ 


‘ Beroeived er and contfol'as central: to competent! functioning. Guilford's a 


iHenehtcks; at aheg 1969) assessment of creative social intelligence offers 


' . 
\ 


promising measurement ‘models which we.afe éuprently examining. In the . 


/ 
absence of empirical ‘Poise to the contrary, there is no reason to done 


that ‘each of these compétencies may contribute to the effective éveiryday 
functioning of older persons. While varied, they do provide a Gestalt-like 
flavor df our concerns. sain” there is the imphicit assumption that 


behavioral functioning is intrinsically tied to varying | environmental and ‘ 


¢ a . 


setting demands upon individuals, demarids requiring adaptive behaviors In ‘ 


ae 


‘ ; , ‘ : 
fully made explicity the need for study of specific _situational-behavioral 
interactions here. What we now need however, are more specific data on ) 


. . . . . ‘ s 
the person X. (competent) behavior X setting interactions,'a large task i 
‘ . 
; 5 A 


; considering the variation which may occur both within-and between these 


riadic elements. In the space which remains, I would like to briefly outline 


a% 


to alter the popular day reification of IQ as the iecaueen ismic construct 
~t 


‘ : ‘ a 


4 
a strategy which will help us in this regard. ' ° 
. ry 


The Interactionist Déja vu 


a “At least three psychological disciplines are recognizing the validity 
‘ : i . ; \ 7 
of Lewin's G93) forty-year old, almost common-sensical dictum: B = (f) 
. 3 . e. / 2 
P X E, where DenavEOs isa maetblaentive function of -a person an’ an 


enyironmental contekt. No one has ee doubted the ‘intuitive truth value 
of this statement; but a nunber of eesaavcherk in social-personality, intellec- 
thal development, and environmental psychology opted, over the years, to:) * 


‘ 


place their stress unduly on the person or the environmental side of the 


G 


equations? With the exception of.a m fen researchers’ (Barker, 1963;*B ngwik, 


4 


dispositions." eecently the een ‘in this fea hack shift Jil 


si ed responsible for os performance across div rse task and 


early itis in an aPeibutgte' and considered Srstiotaas st recently, en- 


vironmental eae lc in attempts to find intrapsychic “environmental 


(1973) and Bem and Allen (1974) recently suggesting more careful, study 


© * > ON “3 4 ‘ F 


of interaction effects. Arta mee ee Cognitive literature, Schaie and 


Gribben (a975) have 5 aie oad sone of the. microenvironmental factors. 
ie present itn the. daysto-tay epevlenss of adudts which affect the mainten- 


“ance of Gognitive functions. Layton. has. articulated an interactionist 


theory of adult competence which: considers both individual adaptation, level "nd 
, e e 
i ' sees: ‘press. ‘And Labolvie-Vief has ontTined “the need to develop 
F / < environmental conceptualizations ‘iha more aynanic fashion, examining per=.- 
formance variations in close temporal synchrony with potentially. a 
\ : Gee By 
environmental settings" 11976, p. 82). ~ S* fg 
: ’ 7 =a + _ 
If, as we assume, competence or competencies vary as-a, function of : 


‘/. contextual conditions, what is needed is a strategy which will empirically 


identify s ch-interactions, Ideally, the avERCeUY should allow a. acai 


se ‘interactions across’ the adult life-span, yet provide an ae 


. 
. 


vehicle for the understanding of’the myriad developmental aspects. 
. > 


ence as ‘well’. Briefly, the strategy we are- developing involves aed 


(1)’ the careful, systematic development of a al al of situational attri- 


ie a8 butes. relevant to the experience of the elderly, (2) the empirical derivation 
” ’ ve : 


of typical and specific everyday situations éneountered by the elderly 
See : 
; which provide the content of the taxonomy, (3) the determination of the 
‘ ; ? <a 


most important or critical HMehavioérs which mediate successful performance 
. a 


. @ % ‘ . 
. | %, in these, classes of situations (4) linking behaviors and ao eed by _ v 
. ¥ : 1 = 
et oe having selected samples of elderly persons Q-sort situations “a ee “these 
eritical behavioral dimensions, (5) ion kreghes,: ‘rough fgrtor analytic , 


jicetewenyt of, such data, (a) person types -- persons similar -in the kinds 

of situations they find themselves encountering (and, later, in the kinds 4 
ae ‘ . - 

of behavioral responding they share. across situations), and, eventually, 


* j  % P) 


(b) situation types -- situations functionally similar in their shared * 


, 


d 4 4 . ; ; a o 


, ss ' . Ry 0 . - % . eS . 
i} \ 
t 2 ° , ? Eo wits ‘ zs ‘ < 
% a ; ° . 7 : , ® 
© Re, " : 7 ie = a . : ze , 7 
ae response “dimensions (kind, menicaded:, an (c) ‘competenice or, response as 


rd 


types -- gpaetetc kinds of cased Gait? Dalhisnid ce occurring in similar kinds 


= of situations. . * 
+ A Taxonomy of Situational Attributes 
- SS — 


. Several persons have discussed the desirability of constructing a 


“Eaxonomy of situations for research purposes (Krause, 1970; Lawton, 1974; 


. Sells, 1963; Windley, 1974) and some haye suggested taxonodmizing- situational ~ 


--attributes, as opposed t6é situations themselves (Cattell, 1963; Fréedericksen, 


: 1972). Few researchers have actually developed either type of taxonomy. y 


Sells' (1963) taxonomy is, perhaps, the best descriptive taxonomy of the great. 


‘ 


number: of social, physical, and behavioral attributes characterizing the total 


; Sea : 
stimulus situation. Conceptual bases of classification naturally require 
» ; ay . 4 
.. ‘some definition of the entities we wish to classify. When we speak of | 


elderly persons encountering or participating in particular situations, 
. : » 7 . : . 
“we are locating those persons in specific concrete Mmilieus, noted by.a 


’ leaded ia Oe ee —— Ewer ree |e a. ee 


fairly specific time and position locus in most “instances; such a ‘milieu | is 


characterized by varying “behavioral requirements, behavioral SanEeTANETy " 


and behavioral pokenbinty. The situation differs froma manips sendin 4 


- Cie > ‘ 


Rey that it has features which affect the success and quality of respond 
‘an (catteli, 1963). Doing pan OS shopping in a market, making social 


arrangements for a dinner party, waiting in a i line of people atienpt- 


v 


ing to get tickets to some entertainment, eawan tas toa friend en 


of aches and pains, filing an income tax return, wading in waist-high 
ad , 
water, driving an automobile on a ‘crowded fouewep,. or lying in-bed thinking 


os 


*. over the day's activities are situations illustrative of our meaning here. 


aie te 


The great, convenience of | a capt is ane it allows us to estimate 
‘ . * 4 
the behavior, previously undetermined, which occurs Leswriy- widuavton by, 
- . ' 4 


. 


‘ déscribing.its a. paychological similarity to classes of 


situations with attributes possessing kiovn behavioral and psychological: 


_Ineaning peanteels 1963). Fleishman aie has noted that taxonomies are ae 


not- er but™ must be invented, ie \that such invention is, Hopatully, 


~ 


grounded in expivicdi research. Our invention has, whenevery possible, followed 


this. advice. “The taxonomic attributes we are exploying were qresyed from 


. 


a thorough serttiny of the available oe nee particularly the leoti dE: 


Rudolf Moos. (1973), ‘and from situations empirically generated through direct 
contacts with elderly persons. Major taxonomic dilfiensions include activity 


(overt behaviors), structural’ character (including-the: subcategories of - 


Jn v7) , . ; . 
physical locus, institutional attributes, atmosphere, and,territorial rele- 4 


. 


vance) , behavioral attributes (including role attributes and socioadapta- 


tional characteristics), and two response defined attribute categories -- 


affective quality (evaluative and arousal subcategories) and functional 


utility (a reinforcement contingency frame modeled after Lazarus’ primary 
and secondary ~s- processes). These attributes will be evaluated by 
a pool of elderly judges as being relevant or irreleyant as taxonomic dimen- 
\ : p » 
sions for the situations they rubricize, and taxonomic Ainsisious may be 


modified, if necessary, as a result.of this evaluation. 


‘ 
- ‘ 


The Empirical Derivation of Situations’ 


The empirical generation of situations has, of course, two correlated 


‘sampling considerations -~ in order to sample situations, we must sample tee 


people. We have attempted to draw our sityflBtonas sampling fom persons 


60 years and up, from pools representing physically active persons across 
o P ‘ ‘ ; o 
various ethnic groups and socioeconomic levels. We have ndt included 


immobile or institutionalized elderly, although nothing prevents us. from 


examining these populations in the future. We are sampling with ‘some 
\ : . 


} v 7 a © “a e : ‘ , ‘ 
+ oh. 2 . ¢ a - 
diversity, in hopes of assuring that we do not miss a great proportion 
'. (by omitting a significant faction of the elderly population) of situations 
¢ * ? id . : « { 
descriptively different from the classes.we use in our taxonomy. Our 


. / \ t . 


‘ ; \ : NY ‘ 
Rarticipants are selected through senior centers, church groups, U.S.C. 


Gerontology Center volunteers, from the streets of Los“Angeles, in parks 


. . » = 


and other settings, and through previous research rosters. ° 


’ 


: 


. \ d « . * > Ld ‘ ¢ . : a 
Thus far,\ three response formats have been used to elicit information 


ee ae Se (1) an activity interview assessing situations whith ad 
‘ a . ° 
' > oy : e 


‘ occur most frequently in their daily, lives,, (2) “a questionnaire asking for 
- \ \ 


\ , - . . 
2 ‘ \ 


4 . ‘ = / 
situations and events encountered wh{ch conform to various evaluative, 


. 


. = : c / 
arousal, and déminance dimensions, and (3) situational diaries, where persons,/. 


are logging specific s tuations, activities,.and settings encountered each zi 


day, also-outlining thei sequential context and offering peysonal evaluations 


of their meaning. Another device of potential usefulness to us is the 


r 
ala . 


Kelly REP-grid -for- situations (2955) , which may also‘be of value in examin- 

ing the situational constgucts particular individuals.. And, of course, 

_ while nonsystematic at present, I have drawn upon field observations of the 
elderly when these opportunities occ i» While we are finding greater 

redundancy now, these combined procedurds continue to add‘new situations 

to the nearly three-hundred situations generated to date. 

Behaviors Critical’ to Successful Performance 


‘ Our next task, as I have briefly outlined, is to select ‘the behaviors - 


s 


these situations. At sci we have two strategies fox selecting behaviors 


. , a 
- which we think might define competent performance. The first approach is 
é d . $ . 
suggested by Flanagan (1954) in his description of- the critical incident 
. . + 


“technique: "It is clearly impossible to report that a person has been 


. * 


' 


4 
\ 


. \ 


sie effective or ineffective in a pamticular activity My performing 

a specific act unless we know what ts is expected to ” ae€omplish" (p. 336) ; 

ni haaprbactl didiies eo the critical incident technique might be employed 
where, through field smaciialiein i interviews, we enpiricatily identify 

the critical behaviors necessary and/or wattieieat to adaptive perform- 

ance in representative situations in our taxonomy. We would thus have a 
listing of the behaviors associated with or required hy situations possess~ 
ing varying attribute combinations. We might thus boil down these behaviors, 
reducing redundancy, leaving etinabeibe of behaviors which cohere in terms 

‘of the kinds of’ performance criteria they shave. ine second strategy- assumes 

* 

that direct field assesgment in actual situations is unwieldy, and that 

: behaviors crucial to competent performance can be derived more parsimoniously, 
guided by definitions of sombetence: ty the theoretical literature. Elderly 
participants can, upon request, simply tell us: what behaviors they feel 
tye each situation already present. in our sample, and, more particularly, 
can indicate the kind and/or degree of coping, adaptive responding, eet R 

- ceived mastery, and role skill performance each requires. er probably 
employ both of these approaches in’ Some combination, using the behavioral 
determinations, as the dimensions along which other elderly subjects can 
eecians to the situations. © \ ; 

Q@Sort: Behavioral Dimensions of Situations 

The Q-sort.is a technique by which a rater sorts a considerable number 

of statements along a response dimension. The statements are similar to 
test items in this regard, viii the statement value determined by where- 


the subject places it along a semi-normal, forced-choice distribution, In 


our efforts, the stimulus statements are the separate situations, each 


represented as verbal descriptor, that is, written on cards, (Cattell 


has called the problem of adequately representing situations a "Chinese 
nest of boxes," where alternative presentation modes shift’, the, perceptual 


vel and possible meaning which subjects assign to situations, We are 


sensitive to the problems of representation, and have considered a‘ variety 


ways of presenting situational stimuli to participants, including photo- 
graphic depictions). Subjects read through a deck of approximately 100 


situations, and sort them alongebehavioral response dimensions. relevant to 


¢ 


competent ‘performance. As mentioned previously, our strategy at present 


. 


calls first for a small group of elderly; judges to sort situations along 


taxonomic attribute dimensions so we may thus kocate attribute values for 


each situation.- This allows us to sharpen and refine the content or 


attribute validity of our taxonomy, if indicated. Following this refine- 
: _-< . 


ment procedure, the strategy is open and operationally employable, Elderly 
persons will sort (rate) situations, now possessing quantified attribute 


values, along the relevant behavioral dimensions. critical to competent 


" performance. For example, each person may be asked to rate- from-his/her 
. own perspective each situation as to its frequency of occurrence in one's 
life, the degree to Which it taxes physical, biological functioning, ‘the 


degree to which it requires various a@aptive capacities, the degree to which 
. e “ e uy 


it is perceived as supportive or threatening, or the degree to which one 


is able to carry out behavioral requirements of various kinds. 
Data Analyses: Competenge X, Person X Situation X Interactions 


These situation sorts may be performed by elderly persons representing 


any criterion group selectively sorting along any behavioral dimensions of 


interest. The first analyses, as indicated, will emply Q-methodology to 


determine if there are “person-types,."" elderly persons who group by virtue 


of finding themselves in-similar situations or classes of situattons, 
, P 


: 
é 


\ 


: « 
* . 
a : 


©, wae , 

Further analyses will employ response X situation matrices to asSess, 

" » « . e a j 
for both kind ena complexity, the behavioral similarities emerging across ° 
situations, and the givuacion trpoa) sityations sharing similar response 


dimensions, magnitudes, and-so forth. Through such analyses we hope to 


empirically identify the competence~situation relations, in a way which 


respects individual differences among elderly-persons. Thus, future 


xesearch will determine, for example, how elderly persons of varying status 
on socioeconomic! héalth, life-style and life-complexity, personality or 


{ . 
cognitive variables differentially adapt to classes of situations. One of 


€ . ; ‘ 
She most interesting aaaaesaad investigations will examine the relation between 


ae factors asd the i a ee factor structure of traditional tests ° 


“ai intellectual performance. And there are many developmental: questions, . 


including the ontogenetic stability and change of posaibig, are: eae cack 
_Mequate answers to these sac ea Lie is a life-span exmntnntion of 
individual conhantant dynamics. : » At a future point,: it will be possible 

to expand the taxonomic classification of situations to other age groups, 


+ thus ae such comparative and developmental study. 


4 
. 


- I hope these. brief and roa 4& comments have successfully illustrated 
the operating perspective and the myriad problems associated with our 

2 ~ 
task -- that of identifying and assessing situational factors affecting 


competent behavior in adulthood and old age. 


. 


Footnote 


1 | 
Now at Departitent of Family end Child Development, Justin 


Hall, Kansas State University, Manhattan, Kansas, 66506. 
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